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PREFACE 



This monograph is a compilation and study of the national 
membership of the Communist Party, USA, during the years 1919-1954. 

The estimated membership figures listed in this monograph 
were compiled from official publications and reports of the Communist 
Party, USA, and its predecessor, organizations, from public statements 
and books by present and former Party officials, and from confidential 
sources of this Bureau, 

Determining Communist Party membership for each year has 
been difficult for the reason that Party officials themselves in giving member- 
ship-figures for any particular year or years have varied considerably. In 
addition, it should be kept in mind that the Communist Party exaggerates 
its membership at conventions and other public meetings. 

Membership records, especially in recent years, have been 
One Of the most closely guarded secrets of the Communist Party. No 
membership cards have been issued since 1948. The security with which 
the Communist Party protects its records has added to the problem of 
obtaining membership statistics. 



In those instances where varying membership totals for a 
single year were found, the figure believed to be the most accurate now 
available is used. In the interest of simplicity, round numbers to the 
nearest one hundred are used throughout. 

It is understood, of course, that these estimated figures 
considered in this study relate to members of the Communist Party, USA, 
only and not to the members of the many Communist front organizations 
nor to sympathizers who do not belong to any organized form of the Communist 
movement. 



SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 



A» Summary 

No Sustained increase in the membership of the Communist 
Party, USA, occurred from its founding in 1919 until the early 1930' s„ 
During the depression years,, membership climbed steadily until the signing 
of the Nazi-Soviet Nonaggression Pact. At this time, the trend was abruptly 
reversed. With the United States and the Soviet Union allied against Germany 
in World WaiML the Party's membership soared to its zenith in 1944, Since 
then, except for a brief upsurge in 1946-1947, the Communist Party's 
membership has declined steadily until by the end of 1954 its national 
membership was less than that of 20 years ago. 

The Party's present comparatively low membership can be 

attributed to a number Of factors t anti-Communist Federal and state 

legislation; the prosecution and incarceration of national and district 

Communist leaders; adverse judicial decisions; post- World War n 

Communist aggresssion abroad which has opened, the eyes Of the public to 

its evilness; a better understanding by the public of the deceit, duplicity 

and treachery of Communism; and the growing antir Communist sentiments 

of the American people as expressed by certain educators, public officials, 
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writers and other influential persons, churches, labor unions and the 
American Legion and other civic and patriotic organizations. 



B. Conclusions 

1* ' The Communist Party, Uj3A, for all practical purposes, has determined 
•its membership on. a "those belonging" basis rather than on a strict 
interpretation of its. constitutional requirements. : 

2. The Communist Party,. USA, has . always experienced a large turnover 
in membership. Fluctuations in its membership, throughout its 
history, have clearly reflected inner-Party factionalism and the 
pressure and impact of contemporary international arid national events 
- -which have shaped and influenced the corresponding periods of 
American, history. 

$. .. Communist Party membership has, always been concentrated in the 
population and .industrial centers of the United States. For many 
years, approximately half of the national membership has been 
located in New York City itself. 

4. Membership figures are not 'a true index of the Communist Party's 
real strength, as its influence has always far exceeded its numerical 
membership. 

Immediately following are set forth the membership figures of 
the Communist Party, USA, for the period 1919-1954, along with a graph of 
these figures. 



Fig.. 1 —MEMBERSHIP OF THE. COMMUNIST PARTY IN THE UNITED STATES 

1919-1954 
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*Diiring the first year of the Communist Party* s existence, documented 
evidence shows that it consisted of loosely connected groups. The hard core 
membership amounted to some 10, 000. 

*.*Included 15, 000 in the armed services. 
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I. NATURE OF MEMBERSHIP IN- THE COMMUI^T PARTY, USA 



A. Constitutional Definition 

The current constitution of the Communist Party, USA, which 
was adopted in 1945, amended in 1948 and reaffirmed in 1950, defines a 
member as: 

*\ . . Any resident of the United States, 18 years of age or 
over, regardless of race, color, national origin, sex or 
religious belief, who. „ . accepts the aims, principles. and 
program of the Party as determined by its Constitution and 
Conventions, who belongs to a Club and attends its meetings, 
who is active in behalf of the Party program, who reads arid 
circulates the Party press and literature and who pays dues 
regularly. " 1 

The constitutional provision regarding dues payments stipulates: 

"Party members three months in arrears in payment of dues 
cease to be members in good standing and shall be so inf ormed ? 
Members who are Six months in arrears shall be dropped from 
Party membership after a personal effort has been made to 
bring such members into good standing. They may, however, 
apply for readmission within six months, and upon approval 
of the Club Executive Committee, be permitted to pay up 
back dues and maintain standing as old members. " 2 



Bo Practical Application 

Authoritative statements by Coriimunist Party officials clearly 
indicate that the constitutional interpretation has not been adhered to strictly 



in compiling and maintaining membership statistics. The Party uses the 
omnibus term "member "• to include both those who pay or do not pay 
dues regularly and those who attend or do not attend Party meetings. 

J. Peters, who was a representative of the Communist Inter- 
national in. the United States prior to World War II and who was an authority 
on Party organization, considered the payment of dues as the "only objective 
measurement" for determining membership figures, but with this qualification?.. 

", . . (It would be wrong, however, to use the average 
number of dues stamps sold as a final estimate of 
membership. There are many thousands of members 
in the. Party who do not pay dues. The figures of a number 
of districts show that the membership recruited is about 
25 per cent higher than the average dues-payments. . . ), M 3 

A question-and-answer excerpt from the 1939 testimony of 

Earl Browder, then .general secretary of the Communist Party, USA, before 

the House Committee on Un-American Activities, further reveals the 

Communist Party's eiastic interpretation of membership as related to dues 

payments t 

"Mr, WHITLEY. By members, you mean dues-paying members? 
"Mr. BROWDER. That is right 

n Mr„ WHITLEY, Regular, active dues-paying members of the 

Communist Party? 
"Mr, BROWDER. Yes, Of course, I must qualify that by saying 

that of the present 100j 000* figure that I 

♦Communist Party officials have been notorious for their exaggerated member- 
ship claims. As Fig, 1 shows, the actual 1939 membership of the Communist 
Party, USA, was only 70, 000, 
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gave you, I think that the amount Of dues 
payments that reaches the national office is 
still only about 72 percent. 

"Mr. WHITLEY. Seventy-two percent of the dues paid? 

"Mr. BROWDER. That is, 72 percent of the membership is re- 
flected in the dues payments that reach the 
national office. Our figures show that approxi- 
mately 100, 000 are members, and therefore 
presumably pay dues, but somewhere in the 
administrative apparatus of the party some 
of that gets lost. So when I say dues-paying I 
do not mean that that would be reflected 
directly in the dues receipts of the national 
office, to the full extent. " 4 

Failure to attend. Communist Party club meetings does not 

necessarily mean that the member is automatically dropped from the rolls. 

At one time it Was determined that the average regular attendance at 

Communist Party meetings on a national basis was approximately. 2$- per cent 

of the total membership, while another 25 per cent of the total membership 

attended club meetings occasionally and 50 per cent did not attend meetings 

at all. 

Another problem in connection with determining the actual member- 
ship of the Communist Party at a given time is the fact that "each year, 
ordinarily beginning in November, the Communist Party conducts an annual 
registration of all its members. Completion is set for the end of the year 
but almost invariably the registration period runs into January and sometimes 
later. 
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II. MEMBERSHIP STATISTICS, 

1. Fluctuations 

The Communist Party has frankly and perennially acknowledged 
' and lamented the high turnover in its membership,, Benjamin Gitlow, a 
former top Party official, has estimated that the turnover in membership 
between 1919 and 1925 was about 85 per cent 5 - * 

In 1934, J. Peters acknowledged that only 28 of every 100 
persons recruited in the preceding four- years had been retained by the 
Party. 6 The same year, Earl Browdef reported that two out of: every three 
recruited had not been retained by the Party. 7 

As late as October 1953, the Party was still bemoaning the 
fluctuation in its membership. 8 

Fluctuations in the membership of the Communist Party, USA, 
since its founding in 1919, have clearly reflected inner-Party factionalism 
and the pressure and impact of contemporary international and national events- 
which have shaped and influenced the corresponding periods of American 
history. 

During the first year of its organized existence, the membership 

of the Communist Party totaled approximately 10, 000. There was nO sustained 
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increase in its membership from then until 1931o The all-time low 
occurred in 1929-1930. This lack of substantial growth can be traced to 
Federal and state prosecutions, inner Party factionalism (culminating in 
the expulsion of the "Trotskyites" and "LoVestoneites") and the high 
level of economic prosperity which prevailed throughout most of this era. 

Beginning in 1932 and continuing until 1939, Party membership 
increased fivefold. During most of this period, our nation was suffering 
from a seyere economic depression and, beginning in 193.5, the Party 
discontinued Openly advocating the revolutionary overthrow of our Government 

After the signing of the, Nazi-Soviet. Nonaggr essioh Pact in the 
Summer of 1939, Party membership plummeted until, 1941 when, after 
Pearl Harbor , the United -States and the Soviet Union were allied against 
a common enemy . / : 

During the war years, Party member ship again climbed, reaching 
its all-time high of 80, 000 in 1944. In this year?, as a gesture in support 
of "national unity, " the Communist Party dissolved itself and established 
in its stead the Communist Political Association,, 

In 1945, however, with the end of World War II at. hand and 

further cooperation between the United States and the Soviet Union no longer 

necessary, the Communist Political Association, on the instructions of the 
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International movement, dissolved itself and reconstituted itself as the 
Communist Party, USA» 

This caused another drop in membership, from which the Party 
partially recovered in 1947, Since then, however, as a result of legislation 
affecting the Party, the prosecution and deportation of its leaders, adverse 
judicial decisions and increasing anti-Communist public sentiment stemming 
from the "cold war, " membership in the Communist Party, USA, has 
declined to a 1954 total of approximately 22, 700, 

Bo Concentration 

Communist Party membership invariably has been concentrated 
in the population and industrial centers Of the United: States, in 1954, for 
example, over 80 per cent of the entire national membership of approximately 
22, .700 was concentrated in just six states— New York, California, Illinois, 
Pennsylvania, Ohio and. New Jersey, The greatest concentration of member- . 
Ship has always been in New York City, where in 1954, approximately half 
of all the members in the United States were located. 



m - INFLUENCE OF PARTY FAR EXCEEDS ACTUAL MEMBERSHIP 



Membership figures, whether based oh a strict or loose 
construction of the Party's constitution, are not indicative of the strength 
of the Communist Party in the United. States. Its influence and impact on 
our society have always far exceeded the confines of the organization itself. 

As early as 1932, William Z. Foster* National Chairman; of the 
Communist Party, USA, said: . 

- ". . . The actual strength Of the Communist movement 
mthe United States is not something that Can be 
accurately stated in just so many figures. It has, 
to be measured largely by the general mass influence 
Of the Party and its program. " 

► ■ ■ 

,» ,B O O O • " o 

"The real power of the Party is; seen in the mass 
movements which it initiates itself , or which, 
initiated by other revolutionary, organizations, 
-it gives its full: support. ..." 9 

Nineteen years later he reiterated and re-emphasized this fact: 

"Communist strength. . . Cannot be measured even 
approximately by statistics, Whether of the number 
Of party members or of voters of Communist tickets 
in political elections. . . , The Communist parties' 
strength runs far beyond all formal measurements, 
It is to be found in many-quarters and in many 
manifestations " 10 



National elections in which the Commwnist Party, USA, has 
nominated candidates provide a number of striking examples of the accuracy 
of Foster's boast In 1924, for example, when the Communist Party was 
still partially underground, there were over 33, 000 votes cast for the 
Party's presidential candidate compared with a membership of approximately 
17, OOOo hi 1928, Communist Party candidates polled oyer 44, 000 votes 
while Party members numbered less than 10, 000. hi 1932, when Party 
membership was approximately 14, 500, its candidates registered oyer , 
1Q0, 0Q0 votes; The 1936 candidates received almost twice as many votes 
-as its. membership Of 41, 000. * 

In 19.48, the candidates of the Progressive Party, which received 
nationwide support from the Communist Party, IJSA, garnered oyer J.,; 000, 000 
votes, although there were only about 59, 000 Communists in the country, 
hi 1952, the Progressive Party and other parties backing the same candidate 
for President, again with Communist Party support, accumulated 140, 000 
votes in contrast to a Party membership of approximately 25, 500. 

Since, the Party did not nominate candidates in the 1944 election, 
the only occasion in which its voting strength did not exceed its membership 

*Even these statistics do not indicate with complete accuracy the extent of 
the Party' s influence, because in most caSes Communist Party candidates, 
for one reason or another, did not appear oh the ballots of all the; states. 
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was in 1940. In this election the Party with 55, 000 members tallied only 
a little over 49,000 votes. However, this election took place during the 
period of the highly unpopular Nazi-Soviet Nonaggression Pact and in addition 
the Party failed to appear on the ballot in half of the states. * 

These figures, highlight the fact that, although its membership 
has decreased two thirds from 1947 to the present time, the Communist 
Party, USA, still presents a serious threat to the internal security of our 
nation. 



*A11 of the election statistics quoted are taken from the World Almanac 
and Book of Facts for 1954 , pp. 585-611. 
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Figures given by William Schneiderman , Chalk-man of the CP 13th 
District, in an interview with E^win Hoyt, Associate Editor of 
Collie r*s magazine , 10-22-56. 



is source of information in San Francisco Air-Tel, dated 
1U-23-56', p. 8. 

"Schn^Merman : As of the 3a st registration £D expect it is about 
20,000. 

"Hoyt: What was the largest number? 

"Schneiderman: About 75,000 to 80,000 right after the war. We lost 
some mebers in 1946, but this was made up quickly. 

"Hoyt: Hoover said it was about 125,000 during that ttiiB." 

Note: Higest figure given by Director was in his "Remarks of J. Edgar 
Hoover, Federal Bureau of Investigation, at the annu al 
Convention of the American Legion, Espt ember $0 f 194b. ' " 

At this time the Director said "The Communist Party claims 



100, 000. 
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p'9* 



22,663 was the figure used by the Director in 1956 APPROPRIATION 
Testimony of JohnJSdgar Hoover, Director, Federal Bureau of Investigat 
Before the House- Subcommittee on Appropriations on February 24, 1955 j 
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